In four large aviaries, we studied social assortment and reproductive behaviour of female brown-headed cowbirds housed with males differing in age class and in corresponding levels of intrasexual interaction. Juvenile and adult females resided with either (1) adult males, (2) juvenile males, (3) adult and juvenile males, or (4) no males. We observed social behaviour of males and females from September 1999 through to the 2000 breeding season. Throughout the year, males in the different conditions showed different levels of social interaction, with adult males being most engaged in male-male interactions and juvenile males being least engaged in male-male interactions. Females in the four conditions differed in their associations with males and with other females. In conditions with adult males, females spent more time near males, approached males more often, and associated with females less. During the breeding season, females in conditions with more adult males copulated more and produced more fertile and viable eggs. In the condition where females were housed with juvenile males, they copulated less, laid fewer eggs and destroyed more of their eggs. Results indicate that throughout the year, females are sensitive to male age and behaviour in their social group, and that this sensitivity can have reproductive consequences. Given the role accorded to females of many species with respect to sexual selection of male traits, the nature of female attention to and assessment of males is of considerable importance (Janetos 1980; Bradbury & Andersson 1987; Real 1990 Real , 1991 Andersson 1994; Andersson & Iwasa 1996) . It has now been well established that in several species females attend to and choose mates during courtship (Bateson 1983; Andersson 1994 ). Here we study whether female cowbirds are sensitive to male behaviour at other times of the year. Moreover, if they do attend to males at other times, is there an influence on their future functionally relevant mating behaviour?
We studied social behaviour of captive female brownheaded cowbirds for 1 year. In the wild, throughout the autumn, winter and spring, cowbirds live social groups (Friedman 1929; King & West 1988) , contexts that afford the potential for learning about behaviour of conspecifics prior to the time of courtship in late spring and summer. Female cowbirds are potentially witness to many activities by males: males sing to females and also sing to other males. Males engage in singing interactions with one another in groups to establish dominance hierarchies (Dufty 1986) . If dominance in male-male interactions is an indicator of male quality (e.g. Zuk & Johnsen 2000) , then females could use male singing interactions to learn about the quality of males in a group. The goal of the present study was to look for evidence that differences in males in a group setting influence females' social behaviour in ways potentially relevant to their roles as perceivers of male traits.
We studied birds in large aviaries. We have evidence that observations in such settings can reveal social sensitivities not seen in females housed with males in small cages or in small social units such as pairs or triads. Freeberg (1996 Freeberg ( , 1998 , for example, has shown that female cowbirds' preferences for mates can be predicted by postnatal social experience. Freeberg's findings were obtained in cowbirds that were housed in large aviaries where they quickly formed social associations as evidenced by stable near-neighbour patterns (Freeberg 1999) . Females associated more with females, and males associated more with males. Females' eventual courtship preferences for certain males developed via experiences that were transmitted through a network of self-organized female groups.
The malleability in female preferences seen by Freeberg stands in contrast to previous studies in our laboratory where we had found little malleability of song preferences in female cowbirds in studies of seven populations (King & West 1990) . Only in one population in Oklahoma
